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COVID-19 and Seafarers’ Rights to Shore Leave, Repatriation 
and Medical Assistance : a Pilot Study

By Capt. Nitin Mukesh, Nautical Surveyor Cum Dy. DG ( Tech. ) Mercantile Marine Department, Mumbai.

Continued From Last Publication 
on 18th January, 2021.

CONTRACT EXTENSION AS 
COLLATERAL

The widely prevailing narrative on 
uncertainties of re-patriation was 

reinforced by the survey with only 
14.5% seafarers being repatriated timely 
after contract completion and contract 
extension emerging as a collateral impact 
(Fig. 4). One in 10 seafarers suffered 1 
to 2 months delay, an equal proportion 
suffered three to 4 months delay, and some 
were repatriated as many as 4 months on 
contract completion. The bulk
of contracts were extended due to 
COVID-19. A cause for concern is the 
fact that more than half of the seafarers 
on board during COVID-19 had their 
contract extended, half of which were 
against free will. 7.9% contracts were 
extended beyond 12 months.

The largescale contract extensions are 
despite MLC requiring that no seafarer be 
employed beyond 12 months. A seafarer 
has the right to repatriation once the 
contract terminates, or simply wants to 
terminate it for justified/compassionate 
reasons. Apparently, the company 
negotiated with the seafarers so as to 
acquire additional time to coordinate 
repatriation.

The company survey (Table 1) yielded 
further insights on contract extensions. The 
18 surveyed companies, that among them 
managed 74,701 seafarers, reported 6,695 
having completed contract and awaiting 
repatri-ation despite extending contract 
of another 9,324 crew of whom 615 had 
exceeded 12 months of continuous service, 
in violation of MLC standard A2.5, and 
the Collective Bargaining Agreement. 
Almost all surveyed com-panies reported 
contract extensions (Table 1) and overall, 
6 months into the pandemic, the incidence 
rate of delayed repatriations, contract 
extensions, crew with completed contract 
awaiting repatriation and crew that had 
exceed-ed 12-months continuous service 
was 21.44%, 12.48%, 8.96% and 0.82%, 
respectively. Seafarers who have ex-
ceeded the +1-month clause of the contract 
may not be mentally prepared for further 
stay on board, which may reflect on work 
performance. Mental fatigue plays a major 
role in the condition of work.

Regardless, companies suggested 
satisfactory outcome for repatriations 
in contrast to the seafarers’ response, 
and the wider belief in the maritime 
fraternity. 80% companies

Figure 5. Seafarers’ opinion on 
stakeholder efforts for their relief 
and repatriation

were required to provide additional 
budget for repatriations although most 
companies could not specify the exact 
in-crease in budget. One company, 
however, stated that there was no limit 
to the budget for repatriating crew.

Capt Nitin Mukesh.

Figure 4. Contract extension as collateral impact; A. Timeliness of 
repatriations during COVID-19; B. Stay on board exceeding 12 months;  C. 
Status of contract extension due to COVID-19; D. Contract extension — 
willingness; E. Seafarers exceeded Seafarer Employment Agreement + 1 
month clause by per cent of companies

Table 1. Consolidated company particulars
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RELIEF AND REPATRIATION 
EFFORTS

The perspectives of seafarers 
on the relief and repa-triation 
efforts of stakeholders are quite 
revealing (Fig. 5). The company 
is expected to act appropriately 
to resolve the Figure 6. Vessel 
diversion for crew repatriations; 
A. Vessel diversion by companies
for repatriation; B. Number
of crew repatriated by vessel
diversion

issue, which includes 
consulting the concerned 
authority on repatriation matters. 
However, opinion was split, and 
only 37% seafarers felt that the 
efforts by the company were 
non-existent, insufficient, or 
the company appeared to be 
helpless. As such, flag state is 
deemed to have a greater role 
in facilitating repatriation of 
seafarers under jurisdiction. 
The study indicated marginally 
better sentiments on part of 
the seafarers towards the flag 
administration as compared to 
the shipping companies. Overall, 

whereas 40% of par-ticipants 
were satisfied with flag state, 
company and trade union 
effort, more than 20% felt that 
efforts were lacking. Despite all 
endeavours, the fact remains 
that crew remain stranded and 
await relief and repatriation, 
and needless to mention, they 
remain under tremendous 
pressure.

VESSEL DIVERSION
Majority of companies 

reported vessel diversions 
for crew change (Fig. 6) and 
accepted that it was a challenge 
to send crew home due to 
lockdown, and the remainder 
reporting nil diversion or no 
requirement of diversion, should 
be treated with caution. Contrary 
to media reports, a majority of 
companies agreed that owners 
and charterers were also 
supportive for diverting vessel 
for crew change, and that steps 
taken for repatriating seafarers 
are work-ing effectively. Baltic 
and International Maritime 
Council’s COVID-19 crew 

change clause in the time charter 
also re-portedly facilitates the 
deviation of vessel.

COMPENSATION FOR 
DELAYED REPATRIATION

Any incentive or bonus by 
the company for extended stay 
on board is well deserved and 
a great morale booster for the 
seafarer. While 41% seafarers 
reported being compensated with 
a bonus or increment in basic 
or full wages, 32% were not 
compensated for their extended 
stay on board.

The company response 
mirrored that of the seafar-
ers. 75% companies offered 
compensation in some 
form — increment in basic 
wages, bonus, prolonged 
service allowances, etc. and 
also provided additional 
entertainment facility on board 
and periodically contacted 
the seafarer’s family (Fig. 7), 
which is truly heart-warming.

Not honouring the clause 
for compensating extension 
of scheduled tour length is a 
violation of SEA. Management 
recognition could motivate a 
seafarer to willingly continue on 
board whereas inadequate or no 
compensation (25% companies) 
and failing to ensure the welfare 
of seafarers could have adverse 
consequences for the crew, and 
thereby the safety of the ship and 
the environment.

MEDICAL ASSISTANCE AND 
COVID-19 READINESS

Limited availability of 
medical assistance appears to 
have been a collateral impact 
of COVID-19 to not only 
seafar-ers but also community 
at large. IMO too recognised 
the grav-ity of the problem and 
its consequences for seafarers.  
While vessels are equipped 
to deal with COVID-19 to 
the extent possible, access 
to medical assistance ashore 
when calling at a port emerged 
as a major challenge. Most 
par-ticipants agreed that their 
vessel was adequately equipped 
to deal with COVID-19 
prevention (Fig. 8) and as such, 
47.8% of participants did not 
experience any sick seafarer 
on board. None experienced 
COVID-19 infection to any of 
their shipmates sailing with 
them. However, 15.4% of par-
ticipants were of the view that 
seafarers were not provided 
with medical assistance 
ashore. 

Medical evacuation coverage 
for COVID-19 infected sea-
farers is a critical aspect of 
medical care to seafarers. Only 
half of the surveyed companies 

trusted the sufficiency of their 
policy for dealing with any 
COVID-19 infections, and 10% 
companies clearly admitted 
that it was not sufficient. With 
the exception of one case, none 
of the respondent companies 
had suffered any COVID-19 
infection in their fleet although 
there were cases of other medical 
emer-gencies. Companies largely 
accepted (65%) that there was no 
additional insurance cover for 

COVID-19 except for P&I 
cover. A majority (57.9%) 
of owners, charterers, ship-
management would accept a 
deviation for medical care for a 
COVID-19 infected crew, 15.5% 
categorically rejected the 
possibility of a deviation. As 
discussed before, regardless of 
the refusal by a small fraction of 
industry, denial of medical care 
to a seafarer is not acceptable 

under MLC, or Collective 
Bargaining Agreement.

SEAFARERS’ AWARENESS 
OF REGULATIONS

The study suggests that 
only about 70% of participants 
had full awareness of the 
international regulations pertain-
ing to shore leave, repatriation 
and medical assistance, while 
a quarter of the respondents 
indicated some aware-ness of 

the provisions (Fig. 9). Member 
states especially seafarer 
providing nations, companies, 
seafarer unions and other 
relevant stakeholders should take 
note of the fact that around 5% of 
seafarers are not aware at all of 
their rights and, therefore, more 
vulnerable to deprivation.

COVID-19 and Seafarers’ Rights to Shore Leave....

Figure6. Vessel diversion for crewre patriations; A.Vessel
diversionbycompaniesforrepatriation; B. Number of crew 
repatriated by vessel diversion

Figure 7. Compensation for delayed repatriation; A. 
Compensation for extended stay — seafarer poll; B. 
Compensation for extended stay — company poll; C. 
Company contact with seafarer family — frequency; D. 
Whether additional entertainment facilities provided on 
board — company poll

Figure 8. Medical assistance to seafarers and COVID-19 
readiness; A. Vessel readiness for COVID-19 — seafarers’ 
perceptions;  

Figure 9. Seafarers’ awareness of instruments related to 
their rights
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EXIM TREND “News is what somebody somewhere wants to suppress; all the rest is 
advertising.’ -     Lord Northcliffe
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CONCLUSIONS
Shore leave is key to mental 

well-being and requires utmost 
facilitation. Crew change 
merits standardised inter-
national protocols supported by 
designation of seafarers as key 
worker. Binding seafarers into 
contracts without their will is a 
serious human rights violation 
calling for more stringent 
legal safeguards and diligent 
monitoring by flag states. Well-
being of seafarers remains 
vulnera-ble to breaches, unless 
seafarers are apprised of their 
rights through a formal Standards 
of Training, Certifica-tion and 
Watchkeeping for Seafarers 
training module and measures 
devised to safeguard the rights 
assured under MLC. The 
experiences gained and lessons 

learned from the COVID-19 
pandemic should be drivers for 
improving resilience in meeting 
extraordinary situations in the 
future. 
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The seafood industry is
projected to rebound in 

the next fiscal year (FY22), 
with about 12 per cent growth 
in revenue, led by recovery in 
demand. 

Though exports are also 
expected to see an uptick, 
increasing competition from 
Ecuador, Vietnam and Thailand 
is likely to cap export growth, 
according to CRISIL Research.

 In the medium-to-long 
term, fish production in India 
will improve largely on 
account of increase in overall 
aquaculture production. In 
FY20, aquaculture products 
comprised 70-75 per cent of 
the country’s overall seafood 
exports. The size of the export 
market for shrimps alone was 
$4.5 billion, with white leg 
shrimp accounting for 75-80 
per cent share, as per a report.

Seafood industry seen rebounding

In the medium-to-long term, fish production in India 
will improve largely on account of increase in overall 
aquaculture production
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